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Every day, millions of children throughout the world suffer from repeated illness, poor growth, and developmental delay secondary to malnutrition. The scope of child hunger and malnutrition is enormous, far beyond the ability of any single government or organization to bring about a resolution. Exclusive breastfeeding in the first 6 months is the best protection against early malnutrition and disease, yet less than 35% of all infants worldwide are exclusively breastfed for at least 4 months. Complementary feeding often starts before infants are developmentally ready. Foods that are chosen may be inappropriate, of poor quality, or unsafe. There is an urgent need for a cooperative international effort to address the complex factors that lead to food insecurity and inappropriate infant-and child-feeding practices. The recent collaborative publication from the World Health Organization (WHO) titled the Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding presents a framework for governments, communities, organizations, and individuals to work together to improve child nutrition worldwide. 1 The document was developed in cooperation with the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and serves as a template for global action. Lactation consultants, as advocates for breastfeeding mothers and their infants, should be aware of this important document and its contents.
In January 1998, the Executive Board of the WHO called for a revitalization of global efforts to improve infant and child nutrition through the promotion of breastfeeding and evidence-based complementary feeding practices. In response, WHO and UNICEF organized an expert consultation in spring of 2000 to examine the issues and draft a comprehensive strategy. After review and comment, the executive board of WHO recommended that the World Health Assembly endorse the strategy and that member states implement it as appropriate for their national circumstances. The The strategy is intended to build on past efforts and successes, including the Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative, 2,3 the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes, 4 and the Innocenti Declaration on the Protection, Promotion and Support of Breastfeeding. 5 The strategy also emphasizes the urgent need for a greater commitment toward the development of national policies that promote optimal infant-and young child-feeding practices. The guidelines included in the document provide an evidence-based, integrated, comprehensive approach using existing programs and infrastructure whenever possible. The policy framework used to develop the plan can be found in Box 1.
The document begins with a detailed description of the current challenges faced by those wishing to improve maternal and child nutrition throughout the world. Poverty, food scarcity, limited education, disease, war, and social and economic disparities are widespread. Mothers facing these hardships are deeply affected by them and so are their children. Nutrition and health status of mothers and their children are closely linked and must be addressed simultaneously. The authors of the strategy, recognizing this important relationship, included provisions to protect mothers as well as infants.
Child feeding is, of course, a universal behavior, but there is extraordinary variability in customs and practices related to feeding. A global effort to improve child nutritional status must consider the physical, social, economic, and cultural environment of each population. This is an enormous task. In some environments, education and counseling alone may make an enormous impact on infant and child nutrition. In regions where appropriate foods are available and affordable, education can provide women with the information they need to make the best feeding choices for their infants and children. However, in other environments, urbanization and economic changes have resulted in intermittent employment, food insecurity, and reduced services for families. Knowledge is not enough in these areas, and a more complex system of support is required to make improvements. The HIV pandemic, armed conflict, and national emergencies create even greater barriers to appropriate feeding practices. The strategy provides a specific plan for meeting these challenges in diverse circumstances. The plan is first described in broad terms; detailed steps follow, organized by topic. The general approaches to improve feeding practices are listed in Box 2.
The focus of the Global Strategy is on promotion and support of the 2 main tenets of optimal infant and young child feeding: breastfeeding and the provision of adequate, timely, safe complementary foods. These practices are essential to the optimal health and development of children. Figure 1 is a simplified schematic of the major interventions needed to improve these practices.
Steps Needed to Increase Exclusive Breastfeeding
Breastfeeding is recognized as "an unequalled way of providing ideal food" for infants. The strategy recommends that infants be breastfed exclusively for the first 6 months and continue to be breastfed with the introduction of appropriate complementary foods for up to 2 years or beyond. To promote breastfeeding, it must be recognized that breastfeeding is both a natural act and a learned behavior. Education and skilled support are needed from the health care system to ensure that mothers in diverse circumstances have the opportunity to exclusively breastfeed their infants. The role of lactation consultants is mentioned specifically in the document as important in helping to build mothers'confidence, improving their breastfeeding technique, and preventing or resolving breastfeeding problems.
With so many women with young children in paid employment, supportive work environments are integral to increasing exclusive breastfeeding rates. Accommodations such as paid maternity leave, parttime work schedules, on-site day care, or facilities and time to express milk are needed to ensure that mothers returning to work may do so without jeopardizing the health and nutrition of their children.
Steps Needed to Improve Complementary Feeding Practices
In areas of food shortages, agricultural priorities must ensure that complementary foods are available, 138 Heinig J Hum Lact 20(2), 2004 Box 1. Highlights of the Policy Framework
• Inappropriate feeding practices are obstacles to sustainable socioeconomic development.
• Appropriate infant-feeding practices are essential to optimal nutrition and health.
• The nutrition and health of mothers and infants are interlinked.
• Feeding practices must be a public health priority to build on past gains.
• Further progress needs an integrated, comprehensive approach relying on existing infrastructure whenever possible.
• High-level commitment is needed from policy makers to provide necessary human and financial resources.
• Plans must include suitable goals and objectives, realistic timelines, measurable outcomes, and systems for monitoring and evaluation of progress.
Box 2. Approaches to Improve Infant-and Child-Feeding Practices
• Provide objective, accurate information to parents, free of commercial influence.
• Increase access to skilled support for all forms of infant and child feeding.
• Build community-based networks of support.
• Provide workplace accommodations.
• Conduct clinical and population-based research. affordable, and accessible. While food security is a serious problem for many regions throughout the world, inadequate knowledge about appropriate foods and feeding practices, rather than lack of food, is often the cause of malnutrition among infants and young children. Educational and counseling efforts may significantly improve infant and child nutrition in these areas, but these efforts must be sensitive to existing cultural beliefs and practices. In some environments, local foods do not have sufficient nutrient density to meet the energy or nutrient needs of young children without modifications. Home-or community-based technologies may be used to increase nutrient density and bioavailability of local foods. Affordable commercially prepared foods, food fortification, or supplementation programs may be required in areas where local foods may not be sufficiently modified.
The document includes a step-by-step plan for achieving the strategy's objectives on a global scale. The plan emphasizes the need for governments to (1) develop national comprehensive policies on infant and young children feeding, (2) take steps to ensure that health care systems support exclusive breastfeeding for 6 months, (3) promote appropriate complementary feeding with continued breastfeeding for up to 2 years and beyond, (4) provide guidance to families in exceptionally difficult circumstances (Box 3), and (5) consider legislation and regulations to ensure that commercial and health care interests adhere to the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes.
Given the enormous human and financial resources that will be required by this effort, partnerships among governments, international organizations, and other groups will be necessary for the achievement of the strategy's objectives. Groups including parents, advocates for women's and children's rights, health professionals, nongovernmental organizations, communitybased support groups, industry representatives, employers, media, and international organizations must work together. The strategy provides specific guidelines as to how these groups may partner with governments and each other to bring about change.
Lactation consultants and other lactation advocates have the capacity and position to play an important part in the dissemination and implementation of the Global Strategy. We are well organized and informed of the larger issues involved. We recognize that breastfeeding is a vital part, but not the only part, of the promotion of appropriate infant-feeding practices. We see the complex problems that mothers face every day in their efforts to nourish their children. The Global Strategy brings an urgency and authoritativeness to the call for improvements in maternal and child nutrition worldwide and a comprehensive approach to resolving the issues. We should all be familiar with this important strategy and actively working toward its full implementation.
